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fallow periods and poor soil fertility, untapped market opportunities, poor quality planting materials, plant pests and diseases, post harvest losses of tubers and limited value added products from cassava have been minimized with such intervention programmes as the collaborative study of cassava in Africa (COSCA), the Cassava Mosaic Disease (CMD) project and the Cassava Enterprise Development Project (CEDP).
The collaboration between National Root Crops Research Institute (NRCRI) and International Institute for Tropical Agriculture (IITA) has resulted in the development and release of high yielding, disease and pest resistant cassava varieties capable of adapting to a wide range of ecological conditions and farming systems. Already, these elite varieties have been introduced into the farming systems of the middle belt zone of Nigeria through the various State Agricultural Development Programmes. It is almost traditional to concentrate effort on ascertaining farmers' utilization of technologies disseminated to them with mere assumption that the frontline Extension agents have already adopted them hence their involvement in their transfer. Such assumption however, could be wrong as EAs might not actually have adopted but just only performing their statutory functions. Since EAs perform essential roles in farmers' utilization of transferred improved cassava varieties/ technologies, it is thus expedient to also assess the utilization of the improved cassava varieties disseminated by them. The study is therefore aimed at assessing Extension Agents' utilization of improved cassava varieties in Benue State, Nigeria as well as determining factors that influence their utilization.
METHODOLOGY:
The study was conducted in four Local Government Areas (LGAs) in Benue State, Nigeria. Ten extension agents were randomly selected from each LGA giving a sample size of forty respondents for the study. The LGAs include Makurdi, Gwer, Gwer East and Guma. Structured and pre-tested questionnaires were used to elicit responses from the Extension agents. Descriptive statistics (such as frequency and percentages) and linear regression analysis were employed to analyze the data collected. The linear regression model is specified as: Y=f (X 1, X 2, X 3, X 4, X 5, X 6 ) where Y= Utilization of Improved Cassava Varieties X 1 = Sex (male = 2, Female = 1) X 2 = Age in years X 3 = Marital status (Single = 1, married = 2, widowed = 3) X 4 = Household size (in numerical values) X 5 = Farming experience in years X 6 = Level of education (Primary = 6, Secondary = 12, Tertiary = 16)
RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
The results in Table 1 revealed that majority of the respondents were males (71%). This also indicated the task of technology dissemination to farmers in the study was performed mostly by male folks despite the fact that most farm operations are carried out by women. Again, most respondent (63%) were between 31 and 40 years of age while 21% were between 41 and 50 years. Though most respondents were in still in their active and productive life stage; result indicated an ageing labour force among the EAs. Almost all (95%) of the EAs were married while 52% and 21% maintained 11-15 and 16-20 household sizes respectively. The large household size was quite useful in providing the labour for agricultural activities in the area. Educational status of the respondents was relatively low considering the strategic position they occupy in technology transfer. While 37% and 34% of the EAs had secondary and primary education respectively, only 29% who had tertiary education obtained the necessary training for the job. Result in Table 2 revealed that majority (80%) of the respondents were aware of TMS 30572 variety while more than half of the respondents (53%) currently plant the variety. Similarly, for TMS 4(2)1425 variety, majority (68%) of the respondents were aware but only about a third (32%) of the respondents utilize it. The NR 8082 and 8083 varieties seemed unpopular among the EAs as only half (50%) of the respondents and less (40%) were aware of them respectively. In fact, not more then one quarter (25%) of the respondents used the NR varieties. Table 3 showed that 55%, 52% and 50% of the respondents variously indicated that high fresh tuber yield early maturity and high gari quality respectively were the key reasons for EAs'use of TMS 30572 variety. Similarly, half of the respondents (50%) indicated TMS 4(2) 1425 variety was used because of early maturing and high sfresh tuber yield attributes. On the other hand, there were relatively low proportions of the respondents indicating reasons for use of NR 8082 and NR 8083 varieties as planting materials. This possibly was because only about half or less of the respondents knew about the varieties and their attributes as earlier shown in Table 1 . Scarcity and high cost of cassava stems as planting materials were found to be the major reasons for non-utilization of the varieties with 90, 85 and 75 of the respondents for NR8083, NR8082 and TMS 4(2)1425 respectively. Inadequate information about NR 8083 also constituted a major problem (80%) to the usage of the variety. The regression analysis in Table 4 revealed that the sex (X 1 ) is positively related to EAs' utilization of improved cassava varieties at 1% level of significance which was an indication that utilization of the improved varieties occurred more among male EAs'than the female counterparts. The relationship between age (X 2 ) and EAs' use of the cassava varieties was negative but significant at 1% level. This implies an inverse relationship between age and use of the improved varieties. The result agrees with earlier studies which indicated that utilization of improved agricultural technologies decreased with increase in age (Chinaka et al, 1995; Nweke and Akorhe, (1983) . Level of education (X 6 ) was observed to have positive and significant relationship with EAs' utilization of the improved cassava varieties at 1% level of significance. This shows a direct relationship between EAs' educational status and their utilization of the improved varieties. It further implies that high education status encouraged utilization of the improved cassava varieties among the Extension agents. On the other hand, such factors as household size, farming experience and marital status had no significant relationship with utilization of the cassava varieties.
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CONCLUSION
The major objective of the study was to appraise the utilization of improved cassava varieties by extension agents in Benue State. Results from this study revealed that TMS 30572 and TMS 4(2) 1425 had both high level of awareness and usage among the extension agents. Key reasons for use of the varieties included high fresh tuber yield, early maturity and high quality gari and other products. On the other hand, scarcity and high cost of cassava stems and inadequate information about some varieties especially NR8083 were major constraints to the use of elite varieties. The regression analysis of factors that influence utilization of the improved cassava varieties showed that sex and education were positively related to utilization of the improved cassava varieties at 1% level while age had a negative but significant relationship with utilization of the improved varieties.
The recommendation based on the findings from this study is that efforts should be intensified in multiplying, disseminating as well as promoting the improved cassava varieties especially in the study area. Again, the management of Benue State Agricultural Development Programme should primarily encourage their frontline EAs to acquire sufficient information about the improved cassava varieties. The EAs can also be given few bundles to try in their farms as a way of encouraging them to use the varieties. The EAs will in turn encourage farmers to adopt any technologies they have proven. Also, training on the multiplication and dissemination of the improved cassava varieties should be organized for the EAs in the study area.
